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By STEVEN P. LANZA
Communities  in  Connecticut  and 
around  the  nation  have  long  used 
zoning controls, such as minimum lot 
sizes, to regulate the pace, mix and 
location of development.  Advocates 
argue that by promoting the rational, 
orderly development of real property 
zoning  serves  as  an  important  tool 
in  a  region’s  development  toolbox, 
improving  area  amenities,  reconcil-
ing  conflicts  over  competing  uses, 
and  boosting  home  values.    Critics 
counter that such regulations impede 
the operation of free markets, distort 
prices  and  limit  the  availability  of 
affordable housing.  Empirical analy-
sis can help sort through these com-
peting claims and shed light not only 
on the effects of zoning controls, but 
also on the possible motives behind 
them. Evidence from Connecticut sug-
gests that towns zone largely to ease 
the fiscal burden of development.  The 
consequence, however,  seems  to be 
to  lower  single  family  home  prices 
and restrict the supply of multi-family 
units.    
	 Since	upheld	as	 constitutional	in	
a	1926	U.S.	Supreme	Court	decision,	
land	 use	 zoning	 has	 become	 a	 near-
ly	 ubiquitous	 local	 practice.	 	 Zoning	
restrictions	 may	 take	 any	 number	 of	
forms:	 	 regulations	 on	 the	 uses	 of	
property,	 maximum	 building	 heights	
and	 footprints,	 minimum	 frontages,	
setbacks,	 lot	 sizes	 and	 other	 controls	
over	 property	 characteristics.	 	 This	
bewildering	 array	 of	 restrictions	 and	
possible	combinations	makes	compari-
sons	across	jurisdictions	difficult.		But	
a	 fundamental	 method	 of	 regulating	
property	 is	 to	 establish	 a	 permissible	
lot	size.		So	minimum	lot	size	seems	
like	a	good	yardstick	to	measure	zon-
ing	 differences	 across	 towns,	 and	 lot	
restrictions	are	likely	to	correlate	with	
other	zoning	controls,	as	well.	
	 Strictures	 on	 minimum	 lot	 sizes	
in	Connecticut	run	the	gamut,	from	
negligible	 to	 substantial.	 	 In	 2001,	






Washington	 in	 the	 Litchfield	 Hills,	
required	 homes	 to	 be	 built	 on	 four	
acres	or	more	(see	graph	below).		Why	
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POSSIBLE MOTIvES FOR MINIMUM 
LOT SIzE zONING
– Abating Nuisances  
– Easing the Fiscal Impacts
of New Development 
–     Excluding “Undesirable”
Populations
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separating	 multi-	 from	 single-family	
housing	 can	 help	 protect	 neighbor-
hood	 residents	 from	 such	 negative	
spillovers.
	 Communities	may	also	use	zoning	

















	 A	 third	 potential	 motive	 behind	
towns’	use	of	restrictive	zoning	is	less	





Used	 this	 way,	 zoning	 is	 not	 a	 tool	
for	alleviating	externalities	or	balanc-
ing	budgets,	but	an	exclusionary	(i.e.,	









adopt	 policies	 that	 mirror	 those	 of	
their	neighbors.
WHICH MATTERS MOST?





possibilities	 (see	 the	 first	 regression).	 	








poor	 and	 the	 nonwhite	 population	
of	 adjacent	 municipalities	 increases,	
towns	will	adopt	larger	minimum	lot	
sizes.
	 To	 capture	 the	 fiscal	 motive,	 I	
included	Census	data	on	the	median	
price	 of	 homes	 in	 the	 community,	














nalities	 and	 competing	 land	 uses,	 I	
included	data	from	the	University	of	
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residential	 lot	 size.	 	 The	 coefficient	


























	 There	 is	 little	 evidence	 to	 sug-










sizes.	 	 A	 likely	 explanation	 is	 that	 a	
reverse	effect	is	more	important:	small-
er	 minimum	 lot	 sizes,	 which	 imply	
more	 modest	 and	 affordable	 homes,	
may	spur	growth.
	 Finally,	 the	 institutional	 setting	








by	 outsiders,	 towns	 may	 compete	 to	
offer	the	largest	lots	possible.				
RIPPLE EFFECTS
	 Towns	 appear	 to	 use	 minimum	
lot	size	zoning	to	preserve	their	fiscal	
bases,	 but	 the	 consequences	 of	 this	




homes	 produced	 and	 lower	 the	 pro-
duction	of	multifamily	units.
	 Consider	 the	 supplementary	
regression,	 on	 determinants	 of	 home	
prices,	that	appears	alongside	the	mini-
mum	 lot	 size	 regression.	 	 The	 two	
were	 estimated	 jointly	 (using	 a	 two-
stage	 technique).	 	 After	 controlling	










prising,	 inverse	 relationship	 between	









	 The	 two	 regressions	 in	 the	 last	






	 In	 both	 cases	 I	 hypothesize	 that	
in	 addition	 to	 lot	 size,	 the	 change	
PROPERTY WEALTH PROMPTS zONING 
RESTRICTIONS...
Dependent Variable: Lot Size
Coefficient P-Value   Mean   Elasticity  
  Constant   1.3601   0.0013   Constant   -189.8109   0.0221  
  poverty   7.5135   0.1251   0.0482   0.2468 lot   -42.3518   0.0174   1.4690   -0.3248  
nonwhite   -2.9803   0.1091   0.0825   -0.1674        
price   0.0045   0.0000   191.5549   0.5812
distNY   -1.4864   0.0000   105.5802   -0.8193
busENGL   0.0017   0.0070   45.4593   0.0538
       






























sewer   0.0980   0.5468   0.4259   0.0284
adj   0.0912   0.0190   5.6111   0.3485





Dependent Variable: Home Price
Coefficient P-Value Mean Elasticity
...WHILE LARGER LOTS SUPPRESS REAL 
ESTATE vALUES
Coefficient values measure the unit change in the dependent variable associated with a one 
unit change in an independent variable, holding other variables constant.  A p-value is the 
chance of finding such an extreme coefficient value if in fact no relationship actually exists be-
tween the dependent and independent variable.  The smaller the p-value, the more statistically 
significant the result.  Elasticities measure the percentage change in the dependent variable 
associated with a one-percent increase in the independent variable. SPRING 2010  THE CONNECTICUT ECONOMY  11 
in	 a	 town’s	 housing	 stock	 is	 a	 func-
tion	of	the	per-room	price	of	homes,	
median	 apartment	 rents,	 per-capita	
income,	age	of	existing	homes,	popu-
lation	growth	rate	and	distance	from	
Boston.	 	 In	 the	 single-family	 home	
regression,	the	net	change	in	housing	
stock	is	positively	related	to	minimum	






10%	 increase	 in	 minimum	 lot	 sizes	
was	 associated	 with	 a	 1.2%	 increase	
















of	 the	 crucial	 25-34	 year-old	 pop-
ulation	 cohort	 to	 sunnier	 economic	




U.S.	 average	 of	 36.8—makes	 us	 the	
7th	oldest	state	in	the	country.
	 There	 is	 less	 truth	 to	 the	 asser-
tion	 that	 young	 people	 are	 leaving	
Connecticut	in	droves.		A	recent	arti-
cle	 in	 the	 state	 Labor	 Department’s	
Economic  Digest	 (February,	 2010	 by	
Patrick	 Flaherty)	 points	 out	 that	 an	
alarming	15-year	plunge	in	the	number	
of	25-34	year-olds	is	entirely	explained	
by	 the	 fact	 that	 15	 years	 earlier,	 the	
10-19	year	old	cohort	was	much	small-
er	 than	 the	 then-resident	 group	 of	
25	 to	 34	 year	 olds	 that	 they	 would	
later	replace.		What’s	more,	American	
Community	 Survey	 data	 show	 that	
between	2004	and	2005,	while	5,730	








aging,	 retirement-bound	 baby	 boom-
ers,	the	state	will	most	likely	have	to	
import	 them	 through	 a	 combination	





tions	 artificially	 limit	 the	 supply	 of	
multi-family	 rental	 units	 that	 might	
appeal	 to	 entry-level	 workers,	 then	
they	 seem	 to	 work	 at	 cross	 purposes	
with	broader	public	policy	objectives.	
	 But	 by	 lowering	 single	 family	
home	values,	zoning	may	make	it	easier	
for	those	same	workers	to	later	trade	
up,	 though	 at	 a	 price.	 	 By	 promot-




of	 long	 distances	 to	 work,	 automo-
bile	dependence,	congested	roadways,	
high	 per-capita	 infrastructure	 costs,	





SOURCE: The Connecticut Economy.
   
Constant  0.5490   0.0000   0.0003   0.9995  
lot   0.0085   0.0605   1.4690   0.1278   -0.0617   0.0303   1.4690   -0.7802
 
roomprice   0.0016   0.0238   30.5115   0.4892   -0.0028   0.5114   30.5115   -0.7451
 
percapinc   -0.0023   0.0082   30.5127   -0.7114   0.0076   0.1591   30.5127   1.9844
 
age   -0.0163   0.0001   35.5247   -5.9454   0.0045   0.8577   35.5247   1.3716
 
age2 0.0002   0.0002   -0.0002   0.6413  
growth   0.2730   0.0000   0.0731   0.2046     0.1198   0.7601   0.0731   0.0754
 
rent   -0.0001   0.0071   758.5617   -0.8253   -0.0001   0.5811   758.5617   -0.8818
 
distBOS   -0.0005   0.0226   119.8086   -0.6454   0.0016   0.2560   119.8086   1.6877
 
Adjusted R2   0.43   Adjusted R2   0.03  
Dependent Variable: Percent Change in Home Stock
Coefficient P-Value Mean Elasticity
Dependent Variable: Percent Change in Apartment Stock
Coefficient P-Value Mean Elasticity
Constant 
lot
roomprice
percapinc
age
age2
growth
rent
distBOS